Volunteer satisfaction in sports clubs: A multilevel analysis in ten European countries

Abstract
Regular voluntary engagement is a basic resource for sports clubs that may also promote social
cohesion and active citizenship. The satisfaction of volunteers is an imperative factor in this
engagement, and the purpose of this article is to explore individual and organizational
determinants of volunteer satisfaction in sports clubs. Theoretically, our study builds on the
actor-theory concept where volunteer satisfaction depends on subjective evaluations of
expectations and experiences in a sports club (“logic of situation”), so that positive evaluations
lead to higher satisfaction and, hopefully, retention of volunteers. This research used a sample
of 8,131 volunteers from 642 sports clubs in ten European countries, and is the first analysis to
combine determinants at the level of the club and the volunteer (multilevel). Results show that
the most important determinants of satisfaction are the conditions of volunteering (recognition,
support, leadership and material incentives) and the workload of volunteers. Surprisingly, club
characteristics, size or having paid staff, are not significant determinants of volunteer
satisfaction. The results of this analysis can assist more effective volunteer management in
sports clubs that are facing challenges of individualization and professionalization.

Key words: volunteering, volunteer satisfaction, sports clubs, actor theory concept, multi-level
approach
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Introduction
Volunteering is a key resource for the provision of affordable sports activities in sports clubs
(Doherty, 2005). Furthermore, volunteering is also believed to have positive externalities both
for the volunteers involved and for the wider society. On a group level, volunteers may
experience high levels of social integration in their clubs because most sports clubs offer
obliging sports communities (Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019; Østerlund & Seippel, 2013;
Seippel, 2005). On a societal level, volunteering is believed to promote social cohesion and
social trust in the broader community (Janssens & Verweel, 2014; Putnam, 2000). Finally,
many volunteers also gain experience in active citizenship due to the democratic decisionmaking structure of sports clubs (Ibsen et al., 2019; Nagel et al., 2015; Warren, 2001). In sum,
successful volunteers tend to experience high levels of social integration and trust, and
contribute to citizenship and democratic participation.
Modern societies are often diagnosed as individualistic with people that are more selfinterested consumers than citizens with moral responsibilities (Putnam, 2000). This further
highlights the potential of volunteering as a contributor to a more cohesive society, at the same
time, individuals' more fleeting commitment raises a challenge to clubs in recruitment and
management of volunteers. Along with an individualized society, professionalization of sports
clubs and the employment of paid staff may weaken the motivation for members to volunteer
(Seippel, 2010). As a result, many sports clubs report to be struggling with the recruitment and
retention of qualified volunteers, particularly in board positions (Breuer et al., 2017; Nichols,
2017). Against this background, the ways the sports clubs treat their volunteers and what they
do to recruit and retain volunteers becomes increasingly important, and in this context,
volunteer satisfaction becomes crucial. If the work of volunteers matches their expectations, the
volunteers are more likely to be satisfied and to continue their engagement as well as to
communicate positively about volunteering (e.g. Bang, 2015; Chelladurai, 2006; Doherty,
2005; Einolf, 2018; Schlesinger, Egli, & Nagel, 2013, 2017; Schlesinger & Nagel, 2018;
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Vecina, Chacón, Sueiro, & Barrón, 2012). This raises the question as to how sports clubs can
work to increase the satisfaction of their volunteers.
This paper aims to identify the individual (e.g. workload of volunteers, sociodemographics) and organizational factors (e.g. conditions for volunteering, club characteristics)
relevant for volunteer satisfaction. Based on the multi-level model of sports clubs (Nagel, 2007;
Nagel et al., 2015) we develop a differentiated view on determinants of volunteer satisfaction.
The innovative multilevel analysis combines data from a club and a member survey to
simultaneously investigate the relevance of volunteer management (e.g., specific measures to
manage volunteers by improving the working conditions) and structural characteristics (e.g.
size of the club, paid staff) to volunteer satisfaction. In addition, our study is the first to utilize
data collected in ten different European countries.

Conceptual background
Multi-level framework
In order to develop a framework that can combine the individual, organizational and societal
levels of volunteer satisfaction, it is appropriate to analyze sports clubs and their members as
well as volunteers using the social theory of action (Coleman, 1986; Esser, 1993; Giddens,
1984). The basis of actor-theory is the assumption that social acting and social structures are in
a constant reciprocal relation throughout time (Giddens, 1984). According to Esser (1993) and
the concept logic of situation, we can assume that both the general societal context and specific
organizational factors are relevant to the actions, decisions and evaluations of club members
and volunteers (for sports clubs: Nagel, 2007; Nagel et al., 2015). In order to capture this
complexity, we draw on a multi-level framework (see also Schlesinger and Nagel, 2013;
Swierzy, Wicker & Breuer, 2018; Wicker & Hallmann, 2013) to examine how the engagement
of sports club members as volunteers depends on individual characteristics (socio-demographic
and volunteer-related factors), and the organizational determinants of the sports club (e.g. size,
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paid staff, specific measures to promote volunteering). The crux of the model is to combine
factors at each level, and particularly to see how the subjective evaluations of the specific
conditions of volunteering (e.g. support, recognition) are relevant to volunteer satisfaction.

Concept of volunteer satisfaction
Different authors have provided insights into the experience of volunteers by applying the
concept of job satisfaction to the volunteering context (Bang, 2015; Costa, Chalip, Christine
Green, & Simes, 2006; Galindo-Kuhn & Guzley, 2001; Schlesinger et al., 2013; Schlesinger et
al., 2017). Here, job satisfaction refers to the emotional and cognitive evaluation of individuals’
expectations and experiences of the work situation (Locke, 1969). If the volunteers evaluate
certain conditions of volunteering in a positive way this leads to a higher satisfaction. This basic
concept is in line with the theoretical idea of the logic of situation (see above).
While much volunteerism research has been dedicated to the antecedents and outcomes of
volunteering, the experience of volunteering as indicated by volunteer satisfaction has been less
researched (Wilson, 2012). In a literature review, Einolf (2018) provides an overview of studies
that investigate volunteer satisfaction in different voluntary organizations (e.g. Finkelstein,
2008; Dwiggins-Beeler, Nencini, Romaioli, & Meneghini, 2016; Spitzberg, & Roesch, 2011),
but relatively few studies on sports clubs were identified (e.g. Behrens, Emrich, Hämmerle, &
Pierdzioch, 2018; Schlesinger et al., 2013). Furthermore, the existing investigations usually
focus on few particular determinants relevant to volunteer satisfaction.
Schlesinger et al. (2013) developed an empirically based typology of conditions relevant
for the satisfaction of volunteers of sports clubs based on general multi-dimensional concepts
of volunteer satisfaction (e.g., Galindo-Kuhn & Guzley, 2001; Vecina et al., 2012). The most
important factors were (see also Schlesinger, Klenk, & Nagel, 2014): 1) task design; defined as
challenging, autonomous, and interesting work, 2) leadership; described as receiving
constructive feedback, information, and contact with club management, 3) support; described
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as assistance of other members, problems are taken seriously, and respectful treatment, 4)
material incentives; described by some minor payment and fringe benefits, and 5) recognition;
defined by appreciation of work, and acknowledgement. This specific concept for the context
of volunteering in sports clubs has similar dimensions to those reported in studies on
volunteering in other nonprofit organizations (e.g. Dwiggins-Beeler, et al., 2011; Nencini, et
al., 2016).

Individual and organizational factors of volunteer satisfaction
In the following, we develop research questions based on our conceptual framework and
current research. The existing studies in volunteerism research show that the conditions of
volunteering are quite relevant, but also other individual and organizational factors might play
a role for volunteer satisfaction. However, so far, no research has examined these factors
simultaneously in a multilevel analysis by combining individual and organizational data from
different countries.
Several studies have highlighted the importance of the organizational context of
volunteering and the relevance of volunteers’ expectations of working conditions for volunteer
job satisfaction (Blackman & Benson, 2010; Harman & Doherty, 2014, Nencini et al., 2016).
Hobson and Heler (2007) demonstrated that job assignment quality and treatment by staff is
positively correlated with volunteer satisfaction. Farrell, Johnston and Twynam (1998) showed
that communication with other volunteers, leaders' recognition of volunteers were significant
predictors of volunteer satisfaction (see also Dwiggins-Beeler, et al., 2011). Costa et al. (2006)
found that a sense of community among volunteers had a positive effect on job satisfaction.
Moreover, perceived organizational support was found to be positively correlated to volunteer
satisfaction (Stukas, Hoye, Nicholson, Brown, & Aisbett, 2016). Schlesinger et al. (2013)
showed that the more volunteers in sports club evaluate certain working conditions (task design,
material incentives, leadership, support, recognition) in a positive way the more likely they
5

report higher levels of satisfaction (also Schlesinger et al., 2017). Therefore, the question arises
to what extent are the following working conditions of volunteering (perceived by the
volunteers) relevant for volunteer satisfaction: task design, leadership, support, material
incentives, workload and recognition?
Previous studies have found a relationship between time spent on volunteering and
volunteer satisfaction. Volunteers who invest more hours in their voluntary activities are more
satisfied and report a higher level of happiness (Dulin, Gavala, Stephens, Kostick, & McDonald,
2012; Pauline, 2011). However, other studies have reported that a longer commitment to
volunteering in an organization and a higher amount of time spent for volunteering result in
higher expectations with regard to leadership and recognition (Schlesinger et al., 2013). This
could have a negative effect on satisfaction. In contrast, there is no specific research about
possible differences with regard to the satisfaction of volunteers in different positions, e.g.
board members or coaches. Hence, the question arises to what extent volunteer related factors,
like the workload as well as the specific position as volunteer, influence volunteer satisfaction.
Socio-demographic factors are rarely discussed in research on volunteer satisfaction.
However, Bang (2015) found that age has a moderating effect on the relationship between
working conditions and job satisfaction. Younger volunteers reported higher levels of job
satisfaction than older volunteers when they had higher levels of respect for their knowledge,
competence, and skills as leaders. This aligns with the findings that younger volunteers pursue
more skill, qualification and network oriented motives and regard volunteering as an
appropriate way to invest in their own human and social capital (Nichols & Ralston, 2016;
Wollebæk, Skirstad & Hanstad, 2014). In contrast, Kulik (2007) showed a positive correlation
between age and volunteer satisfaction, whereas Swierzy et al. (2018) found no age effects on
volunteer engagement. Although the literature review suggests that age and gender might play
a minor role for volunteer satisfaction, we integrated both factors as control variables and thus
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the following research question will be analyzed additionally: How far are gender and age
relevant factors for the satisfaction of volunteers in sports clubs?
The current literature shows that paid staff and paid management could have a positive
effect on volunteer satisfaction, as volunteers are supported in facing complex tasks
(Papadimitriou, 1999; Sharpe, 2006).This is particularly relevant if the club has a defined
person – paid or volunteer – who is explicitly responsible for volunteer management. Paid staff
– as a form of professionalization – could, however, have a negative impact on volunteer
satisfaction if volunteers face higher formalization and expectations while losing influence and
recognition (Flatau, 2009; Seippel, 2010). Moreover, organizational characteristics such as club
size have been found to be important (e.g. Harman & Doherty, 2014; Johnson et al., 2017).
Nichols and James (2008) found that club size correlates positively with professionalization, as
measured by 21 practices, including having a written volunteer policy. However, the
relationship between club professionalization and volunteer satisfaction has been found to be
weak. Hence, the present study aims to analyze the role of selected organizational factors by
investigating the following research question: how far are the following club characteristics
relevant for volunteer job satisfaction in sports clubs: paid staff and management, having a
responsible person for volunteer management, club size?

Method and data
Sample
The empirical analysis is based on data from the SIVSCE project, which is the first to
collect comparative data on both European sports clubs and their members with a particular
focus on volunteering and social integration (Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2016). Ten countries
have participated in the project, including Belgium (Flanders), Denmark, England, Germany,
Hungary, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Spain and Switzerland. The countries were selected
as representative of different European regions (North-South-East-West-Central Europe),
7

sports policy systems (with more or less generous funding schemes, demands for public funding
and more or less well-developed sports infrastructures) and levels of sports (club) participation
and volunteering (from relatively low participation– e.g. Hungary, Poland and Spain – to
relatively high participation – e.g. Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland). This
selection procedure allows for analysis that provide new knowledge about the possible role of
the national context. Furthermore, the SIVSCE project was the first to collect large-scale data
on sports clubs, members and volunteers in some of the selected countries (e.g. Hungary and
Poland). In effect, the purposeful selection of these ten countries helps generate new knowledge
about how individuals experience their satisfaction of volunteering in different sports clubs
across ten countries with different national characteristics. To respond to this complexity, we
chose a multilevel model with three levels for our analyses (e.g. Hox, 2002).
The ten countries can be considered as the macro level in our sample, but since there are
fewer units (countries) on this third level than recommended for multilevel analyses, we keep
our statistical models as simple as possible and do not include variables on the macro level.
However, we control for variance in levels of satisfaction between countries to examine how
differences in the national contexts of volunteering may influence volunteer satisfaction.
On the meso level, we conducted a ‘club survey’ where we collected organizational data
on sports clubs through an online survey in the fall of 2015 in all ten countries (for details see
Breuer et al., 2017). The sample of sports clubs is considered to be as closely representative of
the population of sports clubs in each country as practicable. Where possible, the questionnaire
was sent to populations or randomized samples of clubs from available databases (e.g. from
sports organizations or federations). One representative from each club – most often the
chairperson – was asked via email invitation to answer the survey questions on behalf of the
entire club. The survey was conducted using appropriate translations of an English
questionnaire developed by the research group, and covered topics related to volunteering, such
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as volunteer numbers, recruitment strategies and volunteer management, alongside questions
on structural characteristics. A total number of 35,790 clubs replied to the survey.
From the sample of 35,790 clubs that participated in the club survey, we selected 642
clubs that were contacted by mail or telephone and asked if they would be willing to distribute
a survey to the members and volunteers in the club (micro level). The reason we selected only
642 clubs was pragmatic; this selection made data collection feasible. In each selected club, a
time-consuming discussion on the possibility of survey distribution among club members and
volunteers occurred before data collection. As the number of invited clubs for the member
survey ranged from 30 to 144 in each country (see Table 1), we cannot claim that the sample
of clubs is representative of sports clubs in Europe. Rather, the sample in each country was
selected to include clubs offering team sports, individual sports and semi-individual sports (e.g.
tennis, badminton). In all ten countries, the sample was also selected to represent the variation
according to club size (i.e. small, medium and large clubs), degree of urbanization (i.e. clubs
from rural and urban areas), and single-sport clubs vs. multisport clubs. The ‘member survey’
was implemented in the spring of 2016 among all adult (16+ years) members and volunteers in
all selected sports clubs (for details see van der Roest et al., 2017). The data collection took
place through an online survey sent directly to members and volunteers or via club
representatives. This survey study also used translations from an English questionnaire
developed by the research group. It contained questions about volunteering, such as volunteer
tasks, working hours and satisfaction with working conditions. As Table 1 shows, a total
number of 13,082 members and volunteers, of which 8,131 were occasional or regular
volunteers, replied to the survey. The replies from the member survey could be merged with
the results from the club survey, as each member was nested in a particular club. Thus, it was
possible for us to relate volunteer management practices and club characteristics (club survey)
to volunteer satisfaction (member survey).
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[Table 1 Here]

Data analysis and measures
Despite a restricted amount of variance between group levels (two levels: ICC (club): 0.045;
three levels: ICC (club: Country): 0.027 & ICC (Country): 0.022), we chose to do a three-level
analysis to be sure to take care of the dependencies between the different data levels. The
number of units on the third level (nations) is smaller than recommended in most of the
literature on multilevel modelling (Maas & Hox, 2005; Snijders & Bosker, 2011), but
simulation studies (Stegmueller, 2013) indicate that as long as the models are relatively simple
(in our case: random intercept model in club level only), the standard errors (and the estimation
of confidence intervals) are within reasonable limits.
Volunteer satisfaction – the dependent variable of the study – was measured on a 5point Likert scale from 1= “very dissatisfied” to 5= “very satisfied” according to similar studies
in the context of sports clubs and non-profit volunteer management (e.g. Chelladurai &
Ogasawara, 2003; Galindo-Kuhn & Guzley, 2001; Schlesinger et al., 2013). The volunteers
were asked: ‘How satisfied are you with the conditions for volunteers in the club?’ (see Table
2). Of the 8,131 volunteers 7,022 responded to the question on volunteer satisfaction.
[Table 2 Here]
For our measures of the conditions of volunteering, the volunteers evaluated the five
dimensions with two questions for each dimension (for the items and descriptive statistics see
Table 3) on a five-point Likert scale between 1 = “strongly disagree” and 5 = “strongly agree”:
task design, material incentives, leadership, support and recognition (according to the concept
of Schlesinger et al., 2013). Thus, these responses are subjective perceptions. The results of the
reliability analysis (Cronbach’s α) show acceptable results apart from the dimension task design
(see Table 3). Since the α-value was quite low (.37), this factor was not included in the
multilevel analysis.
10

For individual volunteer related factors, the workload of volunteers was operationalized
as the number of hours spent on voluntary work on a yearly/seasonal basis. Furthermore, the
respondents were differentiated according to whether they volunteered in the sports and training
sector, i.e. as coaches or instructors, or as members of the clubs’ boards. The following sociodemographic variables were included: gender and age. Age categories were differentiated to
capture possible non-linearities.
Furthermore, three club characteristics were included at the organizational level: club
size, whether clubs have paid employees and whether the club has a person responsible for
volunteering. To avoid possible problems of outliers, club size was categorized (see table 3).
Although we also based the selection of sports clubs for the member survey on criteria such as
degree of urbanization and single-sport vs. multisport clubs, we did not include these as
independent variables in the statistical model, as we did not find theoretical or empirical
evidence that they were important predictors of volunteer satisfaction.
[Table 3 Here]

Results
We tested four models. The first is an empty model, the second contains only the evaluations
of the different conditions of volunteering, the third model includes the individual level factors,
while the fourth model is the complete model (Table 4). The analysis of the conditions of
volunteering shows that all four dimensions are significant for volunteers’ satisfaction (Table
4). The multilevel analysis demonstrates that the most relevant factor is recognition. When
volunteers feel that their work is appreciated and the club honors them from time to time, this
is associated with a higher satisfaction with volunteering in general. The factors leadership and
support of volunteers also show significant effects for volunteer satisfaction, but the
coefficients are considerably lower than for recognition with somewhat higher values for the
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factor support. Thus, supporting volunteers by taking their concerns seriously and giving
support from other members are important for satisfaction. Material incentives (e.g. fringe
benefits) are also significantly and positively related to volunteer satisfaction, but with a
considerably lower effect size than can be identified for the other organizational factors.
[Table 4 Here]
A closer look at the volunteer related individual factors shows that volunteers who
spend more than 300 hours per year/season on voluntary work are less satisfied than volunteers
with a smaller workload. There are no significant differences between volunteers with a very
little workload (10 hours or less per year/season) and the volunteers who engage between 11
and 300 hours per year/season. No effects can be observed for the position as coach or
instructor or as board member. Volunteers in fixed positions as trainers or board members are
as satisfied as volunteers in other positions that are usually connected with less workload and
accountability.
The analysis of socio-demographic factors shows no significant difference in
satisfaction for gender. Regarding age, we find that in particular the ‘middle’ age groups (2635, 36-45, 46-55, 56-65 years) are significantly less satisfied compared to the youngest age
group (up to 25 years). The group of volunteers aged 36-45 years seems to be the least satisfied
group compared with the youngest age group. There are no significant differences between the
youngest and the oldest age group (66 years and older).
Finally, we focused on the relevance of club characteristics for volunteer satisfaction.
The size of the club has no significant effect on the satisfaction of volunteers. Members in small
clubs show the same satisfaction as members in large clubs. There is also no significant
difference in volunteer satisfaction between volunteers in clubs with and without paid
staff/management and with or without a responsible person for volunteering.
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Discussion
Based on actor-theory concepts that emphasize the interrelation of social structures and
social action (Giddens, 1984) as well as a multi-level framework (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2013)
our study analyzed individual and organizational factors of volunteer satisfaction
simultaneously. According to the concept of logic of situation (Esser, 1993) the findings show
that the perceived conditions of volunteering are the most significant determinants of volunteer
satisfaction in sports clubs, whereas other individual and structural factors are less relevant.
There are also some effects of socio-demographic and volunteer-related factors, while club
characteristics have no significant effect on the satisfaction of volunteers. The high relevance
of individual determinants could be interpreted in line with trends towards fragmentation and
individualization in modern societies. Furthermore, the results demonstrate that there is only
small variance on the country level. Thus, it can be assumed that similar factors are relevant for
volunteer satisfaction in sports clubs across the ten different European countries.
Some results confirm the existing knowledge about factors of volunteer satisfaction,
however there are also some surprising findings that are not in line with the current literature.
The results show a positive correlation between the evaluation of the specific conditions for
volunteering in the club and satisfaction (see also e.g. Harman & Doherty, 2014, Nencini et al.,
2016; Schlesinger et al., 2013). Recognition was the most important driver of volunteer job
satisfaction (e.g. Dwiggins-Beeler, et al., 2011; Farell et al., 1998). As voluntary activities are
undertaken freely and without payment or with only a symbolic reimbursement of costs (Ibsen,
1992; Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2016), other rewards that outweigh their personal effort and the
sacrifice of their free time are necessary. In this sense, volunteering can be conceptualized as a
leisure activity distinguished from paid work by a different set of rewards and greater freedom
(Nichols, Holmes, & Baum, 2013; Nichols, 2017). However, material incentives were
positively associated with volunteer satisfaction in our study, too. However, material incentives
(e.g. fringe benefits) play a less important role than other conditions for volunteering with
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regard to volunteer satisfaction and sport volunteers are predominantly motivated by a shared
enthusiasm for the sport, social relationships and career factors (e.g. Johnson et al., 2017;
Nichols, 2017). The results emphasize the importance of a cooperative leadership and support
for volunteers’ satisfaction (Hobson & Heler, 2007). Those volunteers who receive constructive
feedback and help from the club management in case of any problems seem to be more satisfied
(see also Stukas et al., 2016). The results suggest that support from and communication with
other members also has a positive impact on volunteer satisfaction (Farell et al., 1998).
Furthermore, the results demonstrate that volunteers with a fairly high workload of more
than 300 hours per year/season are less satisfied than those who have a lower voluntary
workload, probably because their engagement is quite time-consuming and sometimes stressful.
This is in contrast to existing findings (e.g. Dulin et al., 2012; Finkelstein, 2008) who showed
a (weak) positive correlation between volunteer workload and satisfaction (see also Pauline,
2011) The position of a volunteer, e.g. coach or board member is not relevant for volunteer
satisfaction; although these volunteers are the ones who have the highest workload (Nichols,
2017).
There is no relationship between gender and volunteer satisfaction (e.g. Schlesinger et
al., 2013). Besides, we found an age effect, i.e. young volunteers under 25 years and those who
are older than 65 years are more satisfied with their voluntary engagement compared with the
other age groups (see also Bang, 2015). The reason for this could be that these age groups are
less involved in responsible positions with a high accountability and workload or that the more
qualification and network oriented motives of younger volunteers are better fulfilled (see
Nichols & Ralston, 2016; Wollebæk et al., 2014). Furthermore, the lower satisfaction in the
middle-age groups could also be related to higher demands and stress in other areas of life.
The existing literature shows that paid staff could have a positive (e.g. Papadimitriou,
1999; Sharpe, 2006) or a negative impact on volunteer satisfaction (Flatau, 2009). However,
our results demonstrate that there is neither a positive nor a negative effect of paid staff for
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volunteer satisfaction. Thus, the findings contradict the popular assumption that the
employment of paid staff could endanger the satisfaction of volunteers because of higher
expectations and lower influence and recognition . However, we only analyzed whether a club
had paid staff and not the exact number of paid staff compared to volunteers (see also Vos et
al., 2012). Furthermore, the structural factor club size that refers to different organizational
conditions of sports clubs did not show a significant effect on volunteer satisfaction, in contrast
to other studies (e.g. Nichols & James, 2008). One explanation for this unexpected result may
be that larger clubs are often divided into sections that offer similar working conditions and
support for volunteers as smaller clubs. Another explanation could be that larger sports clubs
have greater implementation of measures and positions to compensate for the less attractive
conditions. In this context the question arises if having a person responsible for volunteering
in a sports club corresponds with a higher satisfaction of volunteers. However, there is also no
impact for this specific measure of volunteer management. One explanation for this unexpected
result might be that such a position is only established in clubs that have problems to recruit
enough volunteers and thus have to improve the volunteer management. Further, it is possible
that many clubs have a volunteer who takes responsibility for coordinating others, but this is
not a formal role. Here, it can be hypothesized that all clubs succeed relatively well in promoting
volunteering whether they have specific formalized positions or not.

Limitations and further research
The volunteers included in this study were recruited from a selection of 642 sports clubs in ten
European countries. These clubs represent a significant aspect of sports clubs variation
according to the sports activity and selected structural characteristics (club size, degree of
urbanization and single-sport vs. multisport clubs), but cannot be expected to represent
European sports clubs. Accordingly, the results should be interpreted with some caution. A
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concrete example is the satisfaction of volunteers (Table 2), which may not accurately reflect
the satisfaction level of volunteers in European sports clubs.
When considering the surveyed volunteers, it should be noted that the literature on
survey design has clearly established that people with a strong interest in the topic(s) are more
likely to reply to that particular survey (Fowler, 2014; Groves et al., 2009). Since the member
survey was framed according to the topics of social integration and volunteering, it is likely that
more socially integrated members and engaged volunteers (e.g. in fixed positions, with longstanding affiliation and a relatively high time use) were more willing to complete the survey
than those less engaged. When specifically considering volunteer satisfaction, it can be assumed
that both more satisfied and less satisfied volunteers are part of the sample, as even strongly
engaged volunteers may not be satisfied with the conditions for volunteering in their club.
However, only 9% of volunteers surveyed are dissatisfied. Here, it can be assumed that other
dissatisfied volunteers have terminated their volunteer engagement. Despite potential bias, we
have also considered a (smaller) sub-sample of dissatisfied volunteers in our study.
The sample of volunteers mainly contains answers from respondents that have
completed the survey, but some respondents have only partially answered the questionnaire or
have skipped some questions. As a result, all survey items contain some rate of item nonresponse. The non-response rates were around 15% for volunteer conditions and satisfaction.
There were no items with particularly high non-response rates for the other variables included
in the multilevel analysis. Furthermore, when we tested different ways of dealing with missing
values in the statistical analysis, we did not find significant differences in the results.
As the data collection took place in ten different countries, concepts and questionnaires
originally worded in English had to be translated into the appropriate language. This procedure
could potentially have an impact on the comprehension and meaning of certain questions. This
is likely to be more of an issue for attitudinal questions rather than factual ones. In order to
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mitigate this, the most ambiguous words were elaborated using an explanation or an example
(e.g. ‘reduced membership fee’ as an example for ‘fringe benefits’).
Although the findings can be cautiously generalized to sports clubs in different
(European) countries, further research might identify the relevance of specific national
characteristics. For example, the concept of volunteering itself is socially constructed and may
vary between countries with regard to the relationship to personal reward and provision of
services by the state. The innovative multilevel approach developed in our study could be used
for such research. Besides, more aspects of professionalization of sports clubs apart from paid
staff (e.g. strategic planning, formalized volunteer management) could be considered on the
organizational level in further studies. Furthermore, one could look at current values and
attitudes of volunteer in order to capture possible effects of modernization and
individualization. In this context, further research could more deeply focus on the conditions
for volunteering in clubs, possibly through in-depth qualitative studies in clubs. This would
provide more details on the factors and mechanism influencing volunteer satisfaction, and their
connection to societal conditions and developments.

Conclusion
The background for this study are general shifts in society, particularly individualization (e.g.
Putnam, 2000) and consumerism (e.g. Shrubsole, 2012). These developments could affect the
willingness of people to volunteer in sports clubs. The results of this first multilevel analysis of
volunteer satisfaction could serve as a basis for successful volunteer management in the
challenging situation for sports clubs in modern societies, since volunteer satisfaction is a
crucial factor for volunteer recruitment and retention (Schlesinger et al., 2013, 2017). The
findings provide insight into useful measures to maintain and enhance satisfaction of volunteers
in sports clubs and thus promote positive attitudes towards volunteering in order to strengthen
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active citizenship and democratic participation. It can be assumed that voluntary sports clubs
regardless of their size, whether they have paid staff or a coordinator for volunteers, or their
national context, can become more successful in their retention of volunteers, and possibly
recruitment, if they give special and reinforced focus to volunteer recognition, volunteer support
and leadership. Here, it is important that the specific measures are evaluated positively by the
volunteers and thus lead to satisfaction. As voluntary work can give members the opportunity
to gain experience in active citizenship and thus promote social cohesion, sports clubs should
consider measures to enhance recognition and leadership as very important factors for all of
their volunteers. However, possible material incentives should also play a role in volunteer
management, at the risk of crowding out altruistic motives. Similarly, guidance and support
gain a higher level of importance when it comes to problematic situations as they assist
volunteers to stay competent in what they do and provide satisfaction in helping others and
being effective in problem solving. Furthermore, the workload of a single volunteer should be
limited, and the tasks divided between several volunteers.
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Tables
Table 1
The number of clubs selected and the number of responses from members and volunteers
obtained in the member surveys in the ten countries.
Country

Number of

Number of

Number of

clubs

responses of

volunteers

members
Belgium (Flanders)
Denmark
England
Germany
Hungary
The Netherlands
Norway
Poland
Spain
Switzerland
Total

47
36
40
141
47
144
30
61
55
41
642

762
3,163
717
2,455
716
1,965
1,330
570
445
959
13,082

26

468
1,429
538
1,688
426
1,403
1,030
289
322
538
8,131

Table 2
Descriptive statistics for the dependent variable included in the analyses.
Dependent variable

Percentage Total
(%)

number of
replies (N)

Volunteer satisfaction
1: Very dissatisfied
2: Dissatisfied
3: Neither dissatisfied nor satisfied
4: Satisfied
5: Very satisfied

7,022
5
4
21
54
16
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Table 3
Descriptive statistics for the independent variables included in the analyses.
Independent variables

Average

Percentage Total

(Std.

(%)

deviation)

number of
replies (N)

Organizational factors: (perceived) conditions for volunteering
Task design: (α=.37) (excluded from the analysis)
(1) tasks are interesting and challenging
(2) carrying out work autonomously
Material incentives: (α=.56)
(1) getting fringe benefits
(2) getting some payment for volunteer work
Leadership: (α=.61)
(1) constructive feedback from club
management
(2) information about major club affairs
Support: (α=.63)
(1) problems and concerns are taken seriously
(2) support from other club members
Recognition: (α=.66)
(1) work is appreciated
(2) club honors volunteer work
Individual volunteer related factors
Workload of volunteering (hours per year/season;
categorized)
1: up to 10
2: 11-50
3: 51-150
4: 151-300
5: 301 or more
Volunteering as coach or instructor
1: no
2: yes
Volunteering as board member
1: no
2: yes
Individual socio-demographic factors
Gender
1: woman
2: man
Age (categorized)
1: up to 25 years
2: 26-35 years
3: 36-45 years
4: 46-55 years
5: 56-65 years

3.93 (0.85)
3.99 (1.02)
3.87 (0.98)
1.99 (1.17)
2.17 (1.49)
1.86 (1.33)
3.55 (1.05)
3.26 (1.29)

6,370
6,631
6,503
6,261
6,399
6,466
6,185
6,345

3.85 (1.19)
3.81 (0.92)
3.74 (1.09)
3.88 (1.07)
3.93 (0.97)
3.99 (1.02)
3.67 (1.26)

6,511
5,886
6,109
6,358
6,239
6,623
6,369

7,080
19
26
26
15
14
8,131
71
29
8,131
80
20
6,716
38
62
6,595
15
12
21
25
15

28

6: 66 years or more
Organizational factors: club characteristics
Club size (number of members; categorized)
1: up to 100
2: 101-250
3: 251-500
4: 501-1500
5: 1501 or more
Paid employees
1: no
2: yes
Responsible person for volunteering
1: no
2: yes

11
7,848
14
23
25
21
17
7,586
85
15
8,119
78
22

29

Table 4
Results of the three level multilevel analyses (random intercept; non-standardized
coefficients; standard errors).
Models
Intercept

(1)
3.747***
(0.048)

Dependent Variable
(2)
(3)
2.338***
2.447***
(0.073)
(0.088)

(4)
2.464***
(0.099)

Organizational factors: (perceived) conditions for volunteering
Material incentives
Leadership
Support
Recognition

0.025**
(0.011)
0.075***
(0.017)
0.098***
(0.021)
0.181***
(0.018)

0.027**
(0.013)
0.081***
(0.018)
0.107***
(0.022)
0.176***
(0.019)

0.029**
(0.013)
0.086***
(0.019)
0.100***
(0.022)
0.180***
(0.020)

-0.041
(0.044)

-0.053
(0.045)

-0.057
(0.045)

-0.067
(0.047)

-0.048
(0.051)

-0.054
(0.052)

-0.114**
(0.053)

-0.121**
(0.055)

0.027
(0.034)
0.001
(0.031)

0.025
(0.035)
-0.004
(0.033)

0.009
(0.028)
-0.137***
(0.050)
-0.213***
(0.045)
-0.143***
(0.045)
-0.111**
(0.051)
0.054

0.012
(0.029)
-0.159***
(0.052)
-0.235***
(0.047)
-0.164***
(0.047)
-0.128**
(0.053)
0.027

Individual volunteer related factors
Workload
volunteering 11-50
hours (contrast 0-10
hours)
Workload
volunteering 51-150
hours
Workload
volunteering 151-300
hours
Workload
volunteering 301 +
hours
Volunteering at board
Volunteering as coach
Individual socio-demographic factors
Gender
Age 26-35 (contrast
age 16-25)
Age 36-45
Age 46-55
Age 56-65
Age 66 +
30

(0.059)

(0.061)

Organizational factors: club characteristics
Club size 101-250
(contrast 0-100)
Club size 251-500

-0.010
(0.050)
0.004
(0.051)
0.020
(0.056)
-0.022
(0.067)
0.039
(0.050)
-0.035
(0.041)

Club size 501-1500
Club size 1501 +
Paid employees
Responsible person
for volunteers
Var(~1|club x
Country)
Var(~1|Country)
Observations
Log Likelihood
AIC
BIC

0.025

0.016

0.011

0.011

0.020
7,022
-9,612.311
19,232.620
19,260.050

0.014
5,280
-6,999.826
14,015.650
14,068.230

0.014
4,791
-6,315.493
12,670.990
12,800.480

0.016
4,593
-6,098.649
12,249.300
12,416.540

Note. *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01;
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